FORTY years, or nearly two generations, have passed since the majority of African states became independent. This passage of time presses historians to consider how they might write histories of Africa since independence. Not least among those who might find such work useful are historians of earlier periods, if only for the functional reason that every piece of the past forms a context for other pieces of the past. Histories of colonial times, for example, are inevitably coloured by what we think we know about what happened next. Conversely, some keen observers of contemporary Africa, although not motivated by any professional commitment to historical inquiry, nevertheless feel impelled to investigate the recent past as a means of understanding phenomena that are apparent today, in an effort to produce a more convincing explanation than is currently available of how things came to be the way they are.' Analyses of this sort may be more relevant to the rest of the world than is generally realized.2
In short, both historians and specialists from other disciplines sometimes find unsatisfactory the models of historical explanation that are available to them when they are studying Africa's recent past and its present. This is unsurprising inasmuch as many of the contemporary histories written in the I960s and 1970s reflected the political preoccupations considered most urgent at that time, using the intellectual models that seemed most convincing.3 For all their achievement, such works by and large no longer speak to concerns that appear important today, as we shall see, and yet they have not been replaced by a new generation of contemporary histories rooted in WRITING HISTORIES OF CONTEMPORARY AFRICA 3 series. Some historians may immediately recoil at this use of the word 'fact' to describe historical data. The word is used here to designate empirically verifiable events of the past, distinguishable from rumour, myth, memory and fiction (all of which may have a role to play in historical reconstructions, as we will see). The arrangement of such facts in a series is not the only activity undertaken by historians and perhaps not even the most distinctive aspect of their task. What is proper to the work of a historian as opposed to that of a natural scientist who is reconstructing, say, the stages of development of a species of dinosaur, is the effort to penetrate the thinking of those who were implicated in the events of the past.' Arranging the data in a sequence and attempting to re-think the thoughts of those involved create a narrative; even a historian who spurns story-telling still creates a narrative in some shape or form, implied by the type of facts selected and the sequence into which they are fitted.
It is in considering history-writing in these terms that it soon becomes apparent why some historians may be suspicious of any attempt to write the history of recent times, for such an enterprise is undertaken by inquirers who do not have a complete sequence of historical data and who are therefore obliged to make premature judgements as to the logic or the significance of the series they assemble. This begs the question of what is meant by a 'complete' sequence of historical data. Strictly speaking, no narrative based on a series of historical facts is ever complete, not only because further information could always be added to the sequence (for example, by finding relevant new data to insert), but also because telling or retelling a story itself adds a new element to the sequence. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that the longer ago the period under discussion, the easier it is to discern a beginning and an end to a given sequence of events and to appreciate the pattern of the whole. In writing the history of the contemporary world, by contrast, the final phase is notably incomplete. No matter how well researched, such a work of history is fated to become obsolete as new events occur that tend to invalidate whatever combinations of facts appeared to have a sequential logic at the time of writing. This is true of all history-writing inasmuch as the historian is bound to see things from the standpoint of present time, but, views change with particular speed in regard to recent history.
Historical research, moreover, ideally consists of something more than sifting the records of the past in a single-minded search for data that have a direct bearing on current concerns. According to some accomplished practitioners, it is important to see the past not just as the embryo of the present, but also as a period in its own right, replete with unfulfilled ambitions and disappointed hopes, ideas that once seemed important but that did not actually result in outcomes that are still with us today. One historian of the European past reminds us that this is not just a story of 'inevitable victories and forward marches'.' The same could be said of Africa -or perhaps it would be more appropriate, in view of the streak of pessimism often apparent in writing about contemporary Africa, to turn the proposition upside down by saying that Africa's past is not only a story of tragic failures and retreats. Triumphalist and defeatist histories are 
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merely two sides of the same, devalued coin. Of more worth is an appreciation that the present is 'just one possible outcome of our predecessors' struggles and uncertainties'.9
The examination of the past-in-the-present together with the turningpoints at which history failed to turn1o is an original contribution that contemporary history can bring to the literature concerning our world today." It may even be quite urgent for such an approach lest Africa be seen, by the general public and even by professional historians, in Europe and North America especially, as existing in a timeless zone where events are no more than what one British historian notoriously called 'unrewarding gyrations '. 12 There are many accounts of the recent African past produced by politicians, journalists, essayists, biographers and other writers of various sorts that, being ordered chronologically, could be considered histories. In addition, historical material is assembled by specialists in academic disciplines such as political science and anthropology. Historians bring to the same or similar data a particular approach. Their special expertise consists in the techniques they use to recover the record of the past and the precise manner in which they arrange their data in sequences.
Thus contemporary histories may bring a new perspective to Africa's present by viewing it through the prism of its past. They have the potential to change the way that people think about Africa by picking out strands from its past that are sometimes unnoticed, or by combining these threads in new ways. In order best to do this, however, it seems necessary to identify, at least tentatively, the themes that most deserve to be studied.
HISTORICAL THEMES
The golden age of Africa's independence13 occurred at a time when intellectuals and politicians in both the first and second worlds, as they were then called, were generally convinced that social science had the power not only to provide accurate explanations of political and social phenomena but also to serve as a guide to action. Their colleagues in the third world had every incentive to share their view that societies could be governed, politics regulated and economies stimulated, by a range of techniques that could be identified and implemented by the established methods collectively described as 'modernization'. This was perhaps the key concept of the ideologies of No one deserves to be castigated for failing to predict the future, but it is legitimate to point out the extent to which social scientists writing thirty or forty years ago may now be seen to have identified the key aspects of the present, as it then was, in features which turn out to have been less durable than anticipated. Political independence has turned out not to have had such a straightforward connection with development as many commentators and analysts once assumed. It seems that it was the belief in a more or less clearly signposted road to modernization or development, so widely held by intellectuals in the west, the socialist bloc and Africa around the time of Africa's independence, that caused many of even the most penetrating analysts of that time to suppose that the features of African life that they identified as being the most dynamic in the 196os and 1970s were permanent fixtures. Among these was an assumption that African political life was henceforth likely to revolve around the state and other formal institutions in much the same way as it had come to do since the seventeenth century in Europe, so many of whose political institutions had been exported to Africa. Nowadays, forty years later, it is more convincing to argue that sovereign independence, desirable though it was on a variety of grounds, and politically unstoppable, was not a universal milestone, but is in reality a concept largely derived from studies of Europe and North America.23
If one seeks to identify points of discontinuity in Africa's history since independence or, to be more precise, in the history of Africa's insertion in the world, it becomes apparent that many ruptures first became visible in the 1970s, when oil crises, currency instability and a series of related events and trends combined to create a comprehensive change in the prospects for African states and societies, and in the forms of their political life. One leading observer of the history of the world in the twentieth century is surely correct in seeing that decade as a time of change more crucial than 1989, the year of the fall of the Berlin wall.24 One effect of the crises of the 1970s was to render obsolete many of the assumptions that had been unchallengeable only a few years earlier.
Some of the ambitions, fears and aspirations of the 196os, although still within living memory, now seem so distant as to be barely comprehensible. They have become history. Some opinion-formers and political actors, however, including many African leaders themselves, continue to make rhetorical allusions to the great themes of the independence generation: nation-building, liberation, economic development, pan-Africanism, the struggle against dependence. These ideals are not ignoble. The problem, rather, in intellectual terms is that they have turned out to be less fully understood by social science than was thought to be the case some decades ago, while in political terms they have proved less easily attainable than was these disciplines have undermined the very possibility of understanding African economic and political facts. In spite of the countless critiques made of theories of social evolutionism and ideologies of development and modernization, the academic output in these disciplines continues, almost entirely, in total thrall to these two teleologies.
Historians have made their own modest contribution to this unsatisfactory state of affairs by their reluctance to reconsider Africa's contemporary history in terms appropriate to the present state of affairs. To create or repeat a narrative of contemporary history that coheres around the notions of political and economic development in vogue at the time of independence is to continue working in the shadow of the great ideals of forty years ago. Such a narrative risks excluding some key events from the sequences of data it assembles. It is also relevant to note that it is almost certain to produce a story of failure, since what is happening in Africa today is being examined at least implicitly in terms of ideals that are not of this age and whose grounding in African societies is itself in need of greater study. This was observed already in 1987 by a historian who asked, in regard to the previous twentyfive years, 'whose dream was it anyway ? '2 To be sure, it is legitimate -necessary, even -for historians to reconsider lost ideals and to wonder why things went wrong or whose fault it was. But if this becomes the dominant theme of their writing, then it should be no surprise if their essays are read as expressions of nostalgia or tragedy. It makes all the difference if such an inquiry into the contemporary period is conducted in the consciousness of ideas that are alive in society today in the sense of motivating actual behaviour. This may not result in reading that is edifying, but it will always be relevant. There is, for example, now a substantial literature on the 1994 genocide in Rwanda that, quite properly, examines how such a thing could happen and who was responsible.2s It is when narratives of contemporary history are couched only in terms of outdated ideals that they risk becoming sterile. 
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age of revolution and liberation rather than being situated in their own time."9 It leads to the position where those writers on Africa's contemporary history who take as their starting-points the features of Africa that are visible today risk appearing as pessimists because their stories form a narrative of failure to achieve high ideals, whereas those whose narratives continue to privilege the ideals of a bygone age are liable to be seen as optimists, but romantic and out of touch ones. The ensuing Afro-optimist versus Afropessimist stand-off is reinforced by journalists in search of pathos and humanitarians in need of funds. This surely is an intellectual cul-de-sac. It is perhaps because the prospect of writing Africa's contemporary history in such terms has become so unattractive that there has been a noticeable decline in publication within this sub-discipline since the 1970s. My own count of the articles published in the Journal of African History from 1 o99o-I1999 and listed in the cumulative index suggests that 65 articles were published on the pre-colonial history of Africa in that period, I 18 on colonial history and I8 on general subjects. Only one article unambiguously concerned contemporary history, and that was a historiographical survey rather than a presentation of original research.30 A rapid search of other leading journals of African history for the same decade suggests some three articles fairly unambiguously addressing contemporary history in the International Journal of African Historical Studies. History in Africa, being a journal of method, is more difficult to classify by period. This is a straw poll only, since studies of Africa's contemporary history are also to be found in current affairs journals such as the Journal of Modern African Studies, African Affairs, Cahiers d'etudes africaines, Politique africaine, the Journal of Contemporary African Studies and others. It does, though, underline the point that the main journals of African history appear to have developed a certain reticence in regard to contemporary history, perhaps for some of the reasons suggested here, leading writers in this mode to place their work elsewhere. The lack of much in the way of an authentic historical approach to Africa's contemporary period impoverishes the work of other disciplines too, including political science, which remains driven more often by contemporary theoretical questions than by preoccupations rooted in the historicity of Africa or of its insertion into the world. 31 The above remarks, amounting to no more than a sketch, do scant justice to the many works that have suggested new fields of contemporary historywriting. These have been particularly innovative in regard to personal relations and the lives of small communities. We may cite some examples. welcome.32 The history of locality, although it has never been absent from the historiography of Africa, has also received a fillip from the anthropological concern with the relation of globality to locality.33 Histories of health and healing have been illuminating.34 These and others are worthy additions to the historical literature on fairly recent times but it is evident that few of these notable contributions, opening inroads into contemporary themes as they do, engage with what arguably remains the overwhelming problem of Africa today, and the one most in need of rethinking: how to secure an equitable public order. It is also notable how few of these works have been produced by African writers living in Africa, who surely apprehend the conditions of their continent most directly. The reasons for the latter are connected to the poor condition of many African universities as a result of financial difficulties and the growing dominance of international journals by non-African scholars or by Africans who, based in north America and Europe especially, may become engaged in Euro-American debates, particularly on a range of theoretical issues that do not arise directly out of Africa's experience. In some countries, of which South Africa is the most striking example, young intellectuals and professionals seem uninterested in history to judge from the lack of student enrolment in history degree courses, perhaps regarding it as a dead weight on the present that is best discarded. In these circumstances, one of the most useful signs of what the African condition is, or is perceived to be by those people living in the continent who are best able to make their opinions known, is the flourishing but largely ignored African pamphlet and media literature that will be briefly described in the second half of the present essay. It seems, then, that the vogue for applying to the history of Africa postmodern theories drawn from philosophy and cultural and literary studies, while it has resulted in many notable achievements, has not always helped in the identification of themes of Africa's contemporary history that are rooted in some of the key preoccupations of Africans today. It is tempting to conclude that, while the idea that Africa is making progress according to the tenets of mid-twentieth century modernization theory has become more or less formally extinct in academic circles, the implication remains that it should be modernizing, by reference to many of the same criteria as were current forty years ago. In the last resort, few academic writers are able to escape the supposition that a stable, prosperous and non-violent existence is the aim of all right-thinking people and that this is best ensured by public policy in a well-ordered state, one organised according to the western models that have become just about universally accepted, at least in theory. If this is indeed so, it is a reflection of a belief that goes much deeper than current academic fashion. Europeans and North Americans for the last two centuries or so have generally held that all the world's societies, including those of Africa, ought to be heading in a roughly similar direction and that the most 32 E.g. Luise White, The Comforts of Home : Prostitution in Colonial Nairobi (Chicago, 1990 A wide variety of opinions is possible about which problems are actual in Africa today. In regard to politics at least, many observers would no doubt agree on such matters as the high number of states unable to fulfil basic functions of security or welfare provision; the high level of international public debt; the number of wars; the extent of ethnic mobilization; the consequences of weak economic performance; the resilience and even revival of religion in public space; and the manner of Africa's insertion in international relations. A historian interested in social matters might identify as important or striking features of Africa today: family and gender; demography; the rise of AIDS and the re-emergence of other diseases; the workings of the informal economy; the growth of cities; patterns of migration. Other subjects could also be listed. It is interesting to note that many of these themes have important antecedents in colonial times or earlier,"9 for it is becoming increasingly apparent that the travails of African states are closely related to the fact that the modern state-system was introduced into most parts of Africa only rather recently and that some significant vestiges of precolonial political organization may still be detected in the continent today. This suggests a need for historians of contemporary Africa to devote particular attention to the structures of political and social organization and power relationships as they appear today and to extend the starting-point of their data sequences back into pre-colonial times if necessary, without paying undue heed to the proclamations of formal independence that, while significant, did not always mark the radical break with the past that many observers once took for granted.
The list of research topics in the previous paragraph is no more than a few examples. It may strike some readers as containing a discouraging number of themes that risk representing Africa in an unfavourable light. Why not focus instead on the re-emergence of parliamentary democracy ? The flowering of the free press ? The changing condition of women ? These are, of course, all possible subjects for research. But the point is less to compile a list of interesting research topics than to make the point that almost any given sequence of data can be arranged in a set that suggests degrees of either progress or regression and optimism or pessimism. It is largely a question of where the data start and the patterns into which they are arranged. It is precisely because of the dominance of historical models of state-building and economic and social development influenced by the social science theories dominant in the mid-twentieth century that contemporary histories of Africa, or parts of it, run such a risk of appearing as stories of failure and decay. Other ways of ordering and interpreting data, extending the data-set in some circumstances back to pre-colonial times, could represent Africa as emerging gradually from attempts to oblige populations to submit to structures of domination that were originally imported from Europe, thus portraying a post-colonial Africa groping to reconnect with deeper currents of its own history in which power is organized other than through bu- There is, though, at least one major source of African-generated documentation that is available to historians of recent decades in Africa, providing some sort of corrective to the bias of external sources, but that exists only rarely for those researching the distant African past. This consists of accounts of events authored contemporaneously or near-contemporaneously by Africans. This category includes eye-witness accounts by journalists and others in book form, in newspapers and periodicals or on the internet, memoirs and autobiographies, as well as information broadcast via radio, film or video. In some parts of Africa -a continent generally considered a graveyard for academic publishing -there is clearly a market for short books falling within this category, produced by local publishers. To take only one 50 The private papers of the Samkange family are described by Terence Ranger, Are and newspapers that now exists."7 But this major source poses problems of interpretation that, in practice, are likely to be among the main challenges facing the historian. It is arguable that historians in general have shown themselves to be rather unskilled in their handling of the press as a source of political history, being rightly sceptical about whether it is legitimate to regard newspapers and magazines as reliable records and often therefore considering them largely as supplements to a staple diet of official archives. It is the case that even a prestigious newspaper highly conscious of its own reputation and obsessive in its attention to detail -the New York Times, say -is produced at great speed, which is never conducive to accuracy. If only for this reason, even a so-called 'journal of record', which aspires to produce an accurate periodical account of what has happened and that is of concern to its readers, is liable to make factual mistakes. Perhaps more important still, it is useful to reflect that newspapers and magazines are genres that have their own rules, both written and unwritten.5 Not all newspapers aim to be journals of record, and even when they do, their styles and traditions vary from country to country. Once again, historians are well advised to follow their basic precepts concerning evidence, asking themselves who has produced a particular document and why. It is particularly useful to bear in mind the often very parochial way in which newspapers and magazines are produced, with small numbers of journalists, editors and politicians writing to a considerable extent for each other, even when their publications have a wide circulation."9 In general, few African newspapers can be regarded as 'journals of record'. In the early years of independence, many African states had only one main newspaper, owned by the government or ruling party and committed to development or nation-building, the great mobilizing slogans of the day.60 At worst, such papers were tawdry propaganda sheets, which does not mean that information cannot be gleaned from them but only that they cannot be regarded as attempting to give a full and disinterested account of significant events concerning a society. Even at best, official newspapers of this type must be regarded as highly partial sources. They are nevertheless invaluable historical sources, since even such things as photographs and advertisements may convey an enormous amount of information of use to historians.61 Between the early I960s and the late I970s, the number of daily papers published in Africa actually fell as the many one-party states strove to establish a monopoly of public information and as commercial operators were driven out by financial problems." Even now, few Africans read newspapers at all: in 1998, only II newspapers were produced for every thousand people living in Africa, compared with 96 per thousand for the world as a whole."6 By comparison, over the period 1994-7, on average 172 per thousand people in sub-Saharan Africa had a radio, and 44 per thousand had a television."4 This says something about the place of the press in society and therefore about its value as a source. To a certain extent, though, the influence of a newspaper in the society where it is produced is not the key point. It is rather the relative durability of newspapers and magazines that gives them particular value as a source. It is important for a historian who is contemplating using African newspapers as documents of record to consider the changing orientation of the press. (For that matter, the same consideration applies to non-African newspapers too, according to the principle that all historical sources need to be placed in the context of the time, place and circumstances of their production.) The African press has enormous variety. By and large, African newspapers throughout the I96os and 1970s, including even the few that were independently owned, had to be mindful of the formidable monopolies of power that many ruling parties had acquired, and therefore to avoid stories or subjects that could be considered hostile to the national government. Important events could go completely unreported. Hence, from a historian's point of view, the press produced under single-party governments cannot be considered an accurate reflection of the political landscape of an African country, but only as a partial record of official thinking, or perhaps that of a faction or tendency within a government. This is valuable enough. It does, however, mean that for a history of unofficial thinking or of events not officially recognized, one needs to look elsewhere. For decades, there have been newspapers and magazines published by Africans or for African readers abroad, such as Jeune Afrique in Paris or West Africa in London. These too have their particular points of view, often reflecting opinions among the diaspora rather than among people living in Africa. The situation in most African countries changed rather quickly from the late 1980s with the demise of one-party states and a new freedom of expression that witnessed a massive increase in the number of newspapers and magazines. 65 It has become apparent since the move away from one-party states in the early 199os that the new, freer, African media do not generally reflect the classic values of the liberal press as these are often considered in the west. But then, even in the west the view of the press as watchdog or teller-of-truthto-power is based on a highly idealised view of its real nature. In many African countries various forms of government censorship remain, sometimes in the form of press laws or requirements for official registration, but also through the use of libel or similar laws to restrain journalists or simply by way of unofficial initimidation, bribery and manipulation. In the new, fragmented, political landscape, many political bosses have their own newspaper, and there are independent newspapers that can, for a price, be persuaded to carry articles favourable to a paymaster under the guise of news stories or features. According to African journalists themselves, various forms of bribery and of literary terrorism are common practice, variously labelled 'vendetta journalism', 'yellow journalism' and such like.66 There is even a technique known as 'blackmail journalism', whereby unscrupulous journalists simply threaten to write a hostile story about someone and to desist only if bribed.67 In short, the intellectual space opened up by freedom of the press in the early I99os was quickly taken over by the very same entrepreneurs and their associates as constitute the political elites themselves, using often ruthless methods to pursue their interests. This was actually a key part of the process by which existing elites in many parts of the continent were able to neutralize the threat posed to their status by the turn to multiparty systems and to convert the instruments of democracy and freedom into means for the defence of privilege. This makes the African press an outstanding source for analyzing the nuances of politics but a generally poor source for anyone seeking an impartial view of events.
Even those African newspapers that do seriously aspire to be a journal of record are severely hampered by the nature of the societies in which they exist, with prevailing low salaries (encouraging journalists, therefore, to seek extra sources of income), poor communications, a 'plurality of publics'"6 rather than a single civic life, few local newspapers to act as feeders of information to the national press, and so on. It is hard to think of a single newspaper anywhere in Africa that could be regarded as a guide to 'All the news that's fit to print', as the New York Times claims to be. But none of this disqualifies the press as a prime source for the historian of Africa today. The important thing is to inquire into the nature of a publication, or even of a particular article, before using it as a source. Some African newspapers and magazines have a reputation for being reasonably impartial, although this doesn't necessarily make them accurate, while others might be known as being close to a particular person or party or to be liable to throw their columns open to all comers in return for payment. Particular stories can be evaluated partly by reference to the identity of their author, their position in a newspaper (for example, as features, news stories, readers' letters, questionand-answer interviews, etc.), the sources they cite in support of particular information, and the verifiability of such information by other sources. Handled with prudence, the press can be a prime source not only for political history but for all manner of social history as well.
One of the most intriguing and potentially informative features of the African press is the frequent appearance of articles that purport to be news stories but that, to a reader familiar with European or North American canons of journalism or information more generally, seem no more than rumour, gossip or even fairy-stories. Some of these, such as the many stories about witchcraft, miracles and other quasi-mystical phenomena, may appear deeply eccentric to a reader who believes that all news should consist of empirically verified fact."6 In some of the most frivolous media, where it is not unknown for journalists to make up stories without moving from their desks, such stories may indeed be discounted, but when they appear in newspapers that are otherwise serious in tone and apparent intent, they provide a means of access to a key source for the history of Africa. Such articles may usefully be considered primarily as written forms of a style of communication that is pervasive in Africa, namely the unofficial, spoken news succinctly described by the French-African expression radio trottoir (literally, 'pavement radio') and often rendered in English by the derogatory and inadequate translation 'rumour'. The classic places where radio trottoir gathers and disseminates news are markets, places of refreshment, taxis and barbers' shops, but ministerial waiting-rooms and top people's places of leisure produce their own, upper-class, versions as well."v It is instructive to learn that in ancien reigime Paris there were also known places where public rumours were aired, including on political matters, and that the news circulating there was sometimes written down in literary salons in violation of the convention that high politics were 'the King's secret'.7 In Africa, as in eighteenth-century France, the fact that radio trottoir is popular does not therefore mean that it is exclusive to the masses. At the risk of simplification, it could be said that newspapers and media generally in the industrialized world depend on the convention that verbal information not emanating from an appropriate public authority has no status as 'hard' news: it is considered mere rumour, and indeed an acute study of rumour in western societies points out that it is often analyzed in terms of some collective delusion or pathology, using a psychiatric or medical metaphor that disqualifies it as a representation of reality."7 In Africa, on the other hand, information conveyed unofficially by word of mouth is often taken by the general population, and even by elites, to be more accurate than information conveyed by the government or other formal institutions, which in any case is not always readily accessible due to the poor distribution of newspapers. While there is an abundant literature that laments this state of affairs as a sign of under-development, it could at the same time be Although much of what is conveyed by radio trottoir, being spoken, escapes the historian's grasp, some of its output is written down in tracts or newspapers or in some other form." African newspapers, in fact, can usefully be thought of as written forms of radio trottoir in some ways, to the point that these oral and written forms of communication need to be considered in the same bracket. Assembling information from transcripts of radio trottoir, it is striking that it shows consistent patterns in each single country and even across wide regions, suggesting the interest historians have in developing a suitable method for studying some of its favourite themes not just as aberrations or evidence of a 'moral panic', but as a royal way to mainstream ideas about society and politics.78 To take just one example, in Ghana, as in In summary, then, any historian who wishes to study the political or social history of Africa in recent decades needs to consider radio trottoir as a prime source. How to interpret it is the problem. Although there is rather little literature suggesting how radio trottoir may be handled as a historical source, a very considerable amount of academic attention has focused on closely related subjects such as the politics of memory and oral literature, often written by anthropologists or specialists in oral performance.84 Historians of Africa have also produced an important corpus on oral history. Here, some of the classic works wrestle with how to extract dateable historical facts from oral performance. With this ultimate aim in mind, the earlier literature on this subject tried to identify the structure of oral traditions and to understand their inner logic. This, it was hoped, would clear the way for using them as sources of factual information.85 This was done in the spirit of those historians, Bible scholars and classical philologists who had painstakingly assembled and compared different versions of ancient and medieval texts with a view to identifying copyists' mistakes and deducing the original version of a document. This approach, however, has shown its limitations. To regard a present-day oral performance of stories about the past as though it were a degenerate version of an ancestral original is not without value, but 22 STEPHEN ELLIS it risks overlooking the value of that performance as evidence of how people see things now, and of the nature of historical change as people perceive it. Even in pre-colonial times there probably never did exist in most societies any form of oral performance so pure and canonical that it can best be analyzed in this manner.86 All of this is useful to bear in mind when listening to, or reading transcripts of, radio trottoir. The stories it retails may or may not have a basis in fact, but in the first instance they need to be considered as products of the imagination which are nevertheless believable to those who tell the stories, which have meaning, and which may therefore prompt people into action, as for example with southern and east African stories of vampires,87 or witch-stories from all over the continent. For the academic historian in search of facts, a secondary operation may consist in regarding these stories as containing the germ of a verifiable fact. But even when a story concerns an action that is in itself perfectly feasible, such as a rumour of a coup attempt, it seems important for a historian to suppose that this should be investigated not only (or not primarily) as a clue to discernible facts but above all as the product of a social attempt to organize reality, which deserves to be analyzed as such. A search through the output of radio trottoir in an effort to discover allegations that might be confirmed by other, more reliable, sources has value, but simply it may often not be the most useful way of handling this particular medium. Political events are almost invariably more complex than simple truth or simple lies."8 African politicians, knowing this and being aware of the nature of radio trottoir, make prodigious efforts to convey an image of power through this medium."9 For as Thomas Hobbes observed, 'Reputation of power, is Power; because it draweth with it the adhaerence of those that need protection'.90
Radio trottoir -unofficial, anonymous -is usually conveyed in a group setting, where information is subject to a degree of control through assent. Also of value to historians are formal interviews with an individual witness to some matter under investigation. These are usually held in private. Interviews can be a source of major importance, with the usual precaution that individual speakers, like other sources, exist in a particular situation and have motives, which makes it imperative to gather material for comparison where possible. It is interesting to note that the biography of Kas Maine, mentioned above, is based on extensive interviews with the subject and members of his family, making maximum use of the often astonishing recall that people educated in cultures of the spoken word are capable of exercizing. It is worth recalling that one of the greatest of all historians, Thucydides, The first step in writing contemporary histories is to identify the character of Africa in its present age, which shows every sign of focussing attention on the 1970s rather than the era of independence as the time of the most significant change. This may then serve as a thread for constructing data-sets that could go back even into precolonial times. If this were pursued, it might in time lead to an identification of historical periods relevant to Africa's past that are more satisfactory than the current ones, setting colonialism into a broader context of the continent's passage through time. At a time when countries are more closely connected than ever (including Africa, despite its reputation for being internationally marginalised98), any rethinking of the fundamental changes that can define various epochs of Africa's past needs also to take into account the rhythms of the wider world.
This leads to a crucial point, for not all societies view the past in the same way, and not all live at the same tempo. It is discomforting to wonder whether many parts of Africa have not, since the 1970s, come to adopt a rhythm out of step with the industrialised world, and that one symptom of this may be a decline in the knowledge of history (in its narrowest, academic sense) in African societies. In many parts of the continent there is a decrease in the use of formal archives by corporations, accompanied by a relative absence of the formal education whereby children learn history through a formal syllabus. Little heed is paid to academic history in many parts of Africa, even by people with a high standard of formal education. At the same time, academic writing of Africa's history is dominated by western writers and propagated in channels which barely touch Africa.
None of these assertions about the decline of academic history in Africa should be taken to imply that memories of times past have diminished in their power and importance. But memories of the past, whether or not based on fact, are not the same as history in its narrowest, academic sense. History can only make its weight felt on living generations through mechanisms or repositories of information that can become operational. Hence, it is important to know how Africans themselves perceive and recall their own past. They -like other people -do not act only or at all times in the light of rational choices about the likely outcomes of their behaviour. They also act -again, like everyone else -on the basis of repertoires transmitted from the past in the form of institutions, rituals, language or structure. The problem with this formulation, other than its lack of elegance, is precisely its lack of historical precision, whereas Africa needs more than ever a contemporary history that is sensitive to the depth of time.
It is no longer an age of development or national liberation in Africa. The discussion is open as to what sort of an age it really is, in the sense of determining the characteristics that distinguish Africa now from Africa in the last identifiable period. Perhaps one should think less in terms of African history and more in terms of a world history in which Africa has its part. 'All the labels we put on periods are ex post facto; the character of an epoch can only be perceived by those looking back on it from outside. That is why we must be content for the present with a provisional name for the "postmodern" period in which we live', Barraclough wrote in 1964, in a strikingly early use of the term 'post-modern'.1?O It is already possible to see a dividing line in Africa's history in the I970s, and even if the character of the current age is unclear, at least that of the one preceding it should by now have become easier to grasp. But it would be frivolous merely to think of names that, like advertising slogans, are designed primarily to stick in the mind. The main task at hand is to inquire into the nature of recent times diligently and, above all, without the burden of past expectations. It may then turn out that, for all the terrible events and formidable problems of recent years, it is not an age of nihilism.
